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Common epistemological wisdom has it that epistemic facts supervene on non-epistemic ones 

– which is usually thought to be just a particular instance of the general truth that evaluative 

facts supervene on non-evaluative ones (Turri 2010a). More specifically, it is widely held that 

facts concerning the epistemic justification of beliefs supervene on facts concerning beliefs’ 

non-epistemic properties. It is not my purpose here to add to the literature on this topic: the 

issue with which I will be concerned has to do, rather, with the relationship between facts 

concerning one particular kind of epistemic justification, that is, propositional justification, 

and facts concerning people’s doxastic states. For a number of contemporary epistemologists 

seem to believe that the basis upon which facts concerning propositional justification super-

vene only includes facts concerning the reasons or evidence to which agents have access – a 

suggestion that deserves closer scrutiny, if only because it is in tension with the way epistemic 

justification has been conceived in much traditional epistemology. The supervenience issue 

on which I propose to shed some light in this paper is then different from the issue that is at 

stake in familiar debates on epistemic supervenience. Moreover, I will address it in a slightly 

indirect way, by focussing on the question of the order of explanation between propositional 

and doxastic justification. By discussing a recent challenge to the answer that is usually given 

to this question I hope I will eventually put in an interesting perspective the specific issue 

concerning the supervenience basis of propositional justification that I am interested in in this 

paper. 

The challenge I have in mind is posed by John Turri in his paper ‘On the Relationship between 

Propositional and Doxastic Justification’ (Turri 2010b). As I explain in Section 1, in that paper 

Turri offers two counterexamples to the ‘orthodox’ view that doxastic justification should be 

explained in terms of propositional justification and goes on to suggest that the order of ex-

planation must be reversed: it is propositional justification that should be explained in terms 
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of doxastic justification, and not vice versa. Though I share Turri’s feeling that there is some-

thing amiss with the way a number of contemporary epistemologists talk of propositional and 

doxastic justification, I do not believe he has put his finger on the real trouble. So in Section 2 

I argue that his counterexamples fall short of refuting the orthodox view, but I also suggest 

that the conception of propositional justification with which the orthodox view (which I be-

lieve should be maintained) is often conjoined needs clarification. In Section 3 I observe that 

there are different degrees of idealization involved in judgments of propositional justification 

and emphasize that the type of justification that is at issue when we reach the higher degrees 

may be in a clear sense unavailable to the agent for which a proposition is said to possess it. 

In Section 4 I propose to distinguish what an agent is propositionally justified to believe given 

his overall doxastic profile from what an agent is propositionally justified to believe irrespec-

tive of the evidentially idle features of his doxastic profile, and argue that, whenever the for-

mer relation is at stake, an agent can be propositionally justified to believe a proposition p at 

time t only if it is reasonably easy for him to form a doxastically justified belief in p at t. It is 

most likely an awareness of this fact − or of some fact in the vicinity − that encourages the be-

lief that propositional justification should be explained in terms of doxastic justification. But 

in Section 5 I argue that this fact, far from being evidence that the notion of doxastic justifica-

tion is more fundamental than that of propositional justification, can be accounted for by advert-

ing to the relationship that links the relevant sort of (epistemic) justification to (epistemic) re-

sponsibility. So I conclude that there is an important sense in which epistemic justification su-

pervenes not merely on the agents’ reasons or evidence, but on their overall doxastic profile. 

 

1. Turri’s criticism of the orthodox view 

The distinction epistemologists have in mind when they oppose propositional to doxastic jus-

tification is reasonably clear.1 Propositional justification pertains to propositions: it is the sort 

of justification enjoyed by a proposition when an agent is epistemically justified to believe it.2 

A proposition may enjoy this kind of justification even if the relevant agent does not believe 

it, or does not believe it on the basis of that which (propositionally) justifies it. By contrast, 

doxastic justification is justification of beliefs, which means that an agent can have a (doxas-

tically) justified belief in a certain proposition only if he believes it. The usual story is that 

doxastic justification is the sort of justification enjoyed by a belief just in case (i) it is a belief 

in a proposition that is (propositionally) justified for the agent and (ii) it is held on the basis of 
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that which (propositionally) justifies its content. It is this story, not the underlying distinction, 

that Turri sets out to debunk in his paper. 

To be sure, the target of his criticism is just one side of the biconditional, namely 

 

(Basis) IF (i) p is propositionally justified for S in virtue of S’s having reason(s) R and 

(ii) S believes p on the basis of R, THEN S’s belief that p is doxastically justified.3 

(Turri 2010b, 314) 

 

But of course, showing that Basis is false is sufficient to refute the overall picture. 

As it will soon become clear, Turri assumes that reasons have propositional content. But noth-

ing of what I have to say in this paper depends on this assumption, or on the assumption that 

reasons are the sort of thing that can be given, or cited, in defence of a claim. Moreover, alt-

hough a reason that an agent can have and use as a basis for a belief is naturally regarded as 

something accessible from, or internal to, the agent’s perspective on the world, only part of 

what I maintain in Section 5 is flatly inconsistent with externalist views of epistemic justifica-

tion. Everything I say in this paper could in fact have been phrased more neutrally in terms of 

‘justification-makers’ or ‘justifiers’; but for ease of exposition, I follow Turri’s lead and talk 

of reasons throughout. 

Let’s then consider his attack on the orthodox view. He introduces his point by noting that a 

doxastically justified belief is in some important respects like a well built deck. A carpenter, 

he observes, may be equipped with the finest tools and lumber, but if he puts them together in 

the wrong way, the result is bound to be disappointing: ‘Merely having the right equipment 

for the job, and using it to perform the job, does not guarantee a job well done’ (Turri 2010b, 

315). Similarly for belief: merely having one or more reasons R that make p propositionally 

justified (for oneself) and using them as a basis for believing p does not guarantee a doxas-

tically justified belief in p. 

As I have already hinted at, Turri’s criticism turns on two counterexamples, which are de-

signed to put in sharp relief the importance of the way in which an agent makes use of his rea-

sons. The first counterexample features two jurors, Miss Proper and Miss Improper, sitting in 

judgment of Mr Mansour (ibid., 315 f.). Both jurors know the following things: 

 

(P1) Mansour had a motive to kill the victim. 

(P2) Mansour had previously threatened to kill the victim. 

(P3) Multiple eyewitnesses place Mansour at the crime scene. 
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(P4) Mansour’s fingerprints were all over the murder weapon. 

 

Premises (P1-P4) make it overwhelmingly likely that <Mansour is guilty> is true.4 So 

<Mansour is guilty> is (propositionally) justified for both jurors, and as a matter of fact each 

of them comes to believe that Mansour is guilty as the result of an episode of conscious rea-

soning that features (P1-P4) essentially. However, the respective trains of thought follow sig-

nificantly different routes. Miss Proper’s reasoning is as follows: 

 

(Proper Reasoning) (P1-P4) make it overwhelmingly likely that Mansour is guilty. 

(P1-P4) are true. Therefore, Mansour is guilty. 

 

On the other hand, Miss Improper reasons like this:  

 

(Improper Reasoning) The tea leaves say that (P1-P4) make it overwhelmingly likely 

that Mansour is guilty. (P1-P4) are true. Therefore, Mansour is guilty. 

 

Although each juror bases her belief that Mansour is guilty on the reasons that make its con-

tent (propositionally) justified for her, it seems clear that only Miss Proper’s belief is doxas-

tically justified. Contra Basis, then, having one or more reasons R that make p propositionally 

justified (for oneself) and using them as a basis for one’s believing p is not sufficient for hav-

ing a (doxastically) justified belief in p. 

This counterexample, notes Turri, is also fatal to a natural strengthening of Basis: 

 

(Basis+) IF (i) p is propositionally justified for S in virtue of S’s having reason(s) R 

and (ii) S believes p on the basis of R as evidence for p, THEN S’s belief that p is 

doxastically justified. 

(Turri 2010b, 314) 

 

For both Miss Proper and Miss Improper treat (P1-P4) as evidence for the proposition that 

Mansour is guilty. Apparently, however, another way of strengthening Basis is more effec-

tive: 
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(Austere Basis) IF (i) p is propositionally justified for S in virtue of S’s having rea-

son(s) R and (ii) S believes p on the basis of R and only R, THEN S’s belief that p is 

doxastically justified. 

(Turri 2010b, 314) 

 

Austere Basis is unscathed by Turri’s first counterexample, which is why he goes on to tell 

his second story, featuring Mr Ponens and Mr F.A. Lacy (Turri 2010b, 317). Both characters 

know two things: 

 

(P5) The Spurs will win if they play the Pistons. 

(P6) The Spurs will play the Pistons. 

 

From these two premises – and only from them – Mr Ponens and Mr F.A. Lacy draw the con-

clusion that the Spurs will win. But here again, the two characters form their beliefs by signif-

icantly different routes. While Mr Ponens gets to the conclusion that the Spurs will win by an 

application of modus ponens, Mr F.A. Lacy reaches it by an application of modus profusus, 

that is to say, by applying the rule that, for any p, q and r, allows to infer <r> from <p and q>. 

The intuition the counterexample is designed to fuel is of course that Lacy’s belief, unlike Po-

nens’, is doxastically unjustified, as it is reached by applying a rule of inference that is bla-

tantly invalid. Contra Austere Basis, then, having one or more reasons R that make p (propo-

sitionally) justified (for oneself) and using them and only them as a basis for one’s believing p 

is not sufficient for having a doxastically justified belief in p. 

Turri emphasizes that his examples have nothing to do with the ‘Gypsy-lawyer’ cases that oc-

cur in many discussions of the epistemic basing relation and explains that his argument does 

not commit him to any definite view of the nature of such relation (ibid., 318 f.). The conclu-

sion he wants to draw from his cases is just that Basis and its strengthenings miss 

 

something deep and important about the relationship between propositional and dox-

astic justification. The way in which the subject performs, the manner in which she 

makes use of her reasons, fundamentally determines whether her belief is doxastically 

justified. Poor utilization of even the best reasons for believing p will prevent you 

from justifiedly believing or knowing that p. 

(Turri 2010b, 317 f.) 

 



6 

 

Turri, however, does not stop here. For he takes his counterexamples to Basis and its 

strengthened versions to motivate a wholesale rejection of the orthodox view of the relation-

ship between propositional and doxastic justification − a rejection that leads him to endorse 

the claim that it is propositional justification that should be explained in terms of doxastic jus-

tification, and not vice versa. His proposal does not amount to a specification of individually 

necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for propositional justification, but comes in the 

form of a less ambitious conditional: 

 

(PJ) Necessarily, for all S, p, and t, if p is propositionally justified for S at t, then p is 

propositionally justified for S at t BECAUSE S currently possesses at least one means 

of coming to believe p such that, were S to believe p in one of those ways, S’s belief 

would thereby be doxastically justified. 

(Turri 2010b, 320) 

 

Turri’s claim is in fact that the causal clause in the consequent of PJ specifies a condition 

which is both necessary and explanatory for propositional justification. Subsequent discus-

sion (Turri 2010b, 320-323) makes it clear why he does not venture to say that the condition 

is also sufficient, offers a number of reasons that should command PJ to our attention, and in-

troduces a deeper (if vaguer) principle that takes care of some possible counterexamples to 

PJ. It is not my purpose here to assess what Turri has to say on such matters: whatever the 

merits of PJ and of the deeper principle that lies behind it, I think something has gone wrong 

with his argument at an earlier stage, for the cases that are taken to motivate his own proposal 

fall short of providing a refutation of the orthodox view of the relationship between proposi-

tional and doxastic justification. 

 

2. Why Turri’s cases fail to refute the orthodox view 

Turri’s purported counterexamples turn on cases of inferential justification. So one might be 

tempted to discount them by arguing that, whenever inferential justification is at stake, the 

reasons in virtue of which a proposition is justified for an agent will obviously include the cir-

cumstance that the truth of certain premises entails, or renders overwhelmingly likely, the 

truth of the proposition in question. Thus, for example, one may be tempted to maintain that, 

if the proposition that the Spurs will win is justified for Mr Ponens, it cannot enjoy such a sta-

tus merely in virtue of his knowing (or justifiedly believing) P5 (that the Spurs will win if 
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they play the Pistons) and P6 (that the Spurs will play the Pistons). If the proposition is justi-

fied for Mr Ponens, it must be so also in virtue of his knowing (or justifiedly believing) that it 

is the conclusion of a valid argument – an instance of modus ponens – that has P5 and P6 as 

its premises.5 If this claim is correct, Turri’s cases fail to refute Basis and its strengthenings 

because the beliefs of their heroes do not satisfy the antecedents of the relevant conditionals: 

Mr F.A. Lacy does not believe that the Spurs will win on the basis of all the reasons in virtue 

of which that proposition is justified for him – and Miss Improper does not believe that 

Mansour is guilty on the basis of all the reasons in virtue of which that proposition is justified 

for him. 

Tempting as it is, this argumentative strategy invites the reply that the objection mixes up 

things of different kinds. One way of bringing out this point is to invoke the paradox of Achil-

les and the tortoise (Carroll 1895) with its moral that the inference rules employed in an ar-

gument should not be counted among the argument’s premises. But perhaps it is not inevita-

ble to model the reasons in virtue of which a proposition is (inferentially) justified for an 

agent as premises of a (semi-)formal argument. So it may be instructive to look at the matter 

from a different angle.6 The relevant distinction will not be that between the premises of an 

argument and the rules of inference employed to reach its conclusion, but that between rea-

sons and requirements of (subjective) rationality. For the reasons in virtue of which a proposi-

tion is justified for an agent seem to be one sort of thing, the logical and probabilistic re-

quirements that rationality imposes on an agent’s (subjective) attitudes quite another. The dis-

tinction is due to Broome (1999),7 but here I will quote Niko Kolodny: 

 

Normativity involves two kinds of relation. On the one hand, there is the relation of 

being a reason for. This is a relation between a fact and an attitude. On the other hand, 

there are relations specified by requirements of rationality. These are relations among 

a person’s attitudes, viewed in abstraction from the reasons for them. 

(Kolodny 2005, 509) 

 

There is of course an ongoing debate on the relationship between reasons and rational re-

quirements: ‘reductionists’ maintain that the relation of being a reason for can be explained in 

terms of rationality, ‘nonreductionists’ deny it.8 For present purposes, it is not necessary to 

take a stand on this issue. Nor is it necessary to subscribe to the claim that reasons are facts. 

Many philosophers would regard them rather as contents available from an agent’s point of 

view on the world (and of course the representatives of a prominent epistemological tradition 
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have long been used to argue that ‘only a belief can justify another belief’). Be that as it may, 

one may concur with Turri that (propositional) justification is something that a proposition 

possesses, or lacks, for an agent at a time in virtue of the agent’s having one or more reasons 

to believe it.9 If that much is admitted, it is inevitable to sense something amiss with assimi-

lating the requirements that rationality imposes on our doxastic attitudes in virtue of the logi-

cal and probabilistic relations that obtain among their contents (or among the levels of confi-

dence with which these are held) to the reasons in virtue of which certain propositions are jus-

tified for a specific agent − for example, to return to Turri’s basketball case, with counting the 

requirement that one believe that the Spurs will win if one believes P5 and P6 among the rea-

sons in virtue of which the proposition that the Spurs will win is justified for Mr Ponens and 

Mr F.A. Lacy. As soon as one recognizes the relevance of Broome’s distinction, it appears 

clear that, in an important sense, the existence of a valid argument from P5 and P6 to the 

proposition that the Spurs will win cannot be listed among the reasons in virtue of which this 

proposition is justified for our agents – which is apparently grist for Turri’s mill, because it 

supports the view that, after all, Mr F.A. Lacy does believe that the Spurs will win on the ba-

sis of all the reasons in virtue of which this proposition is justified for him. 

Yet, a little reflection shows that taking seriously the distinction between reasons and re-

quirements of rationality does not mandate the conclusion that Turri’s cases are fatal to Basis 

and its strengthenings. Even if such cases show, as he claims, that poor utilization of even the 

best reasons for believing a proposition will prevent an agent’s believing that proposition 

from being epistemically justified or an instance of knowledge, this admission only warrants 

the rejection of those formulations of the orthodox view that do not give due weight to the 

way reasons are used to support belief. Something strikes us as deeply inappropriate in the 

way Miss Improper and Mr F.A. Lacy handle the (good) reasons they have for believing the 

propositions they end up believing, and that makes us reject the claim that they are doxastical-

ly justified in believing those propositions. In itself, however, the fact that inappropriate utili-

zation of the reasons that (propositionally) justify an agent to believe a proposition precludes 

the formation of a (doxastically) justified belief whose content is that proposition has no ten-

dency to show that there is anything wrong with the usual view of the order of explanation be-

tween the two kinds of justification. The intuition elicited by Turri’s cases is just that one 

cannot form a doxastically justified belief by making inappropriate use of the reasons in virtue 

of which the belief’s content is justified, and this intuition is fully consistent with the view 

that doxastic justification should be explained in terms of propositional justification – that is, 

in terms of propositional justification plus rationally appropriate belief-formation. 
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There is, however, a difficulty to be addressed. The way Miss Improper and Mr F.A. Lacy 

handle their reasons certainly strikes us as rationally inappropriate, but in what exactly does 

the inappropriateness consist? It is not clear that they violate the requirements that rationality 

imposes on the way they use their respective reasons. On the face of it, neither of them can be 

accused of adopting a set of doxastic attitudes that is either logically or probabilistically in-

consistent: each of them infers and comes to believe the conclusion that is rationally mandat-

ed by the premises they respectively know (or justifiedly believe). So what is it exactly that 

makes Miss Improper’s and Mr F.A. Lacy’s beliefs rationally inappropriate – inappropriate, 

that is, in the way that prevents a belief that is held on the basis of (all) the reasons that justify 

its content from being a doxastically justified belief? 

If it is not sufficient for a belief to be rationally appropriate that it not be logically or proba-

bilistically inconsistent with the agent’s overall set of doxastic attitudes (or perhaps with the 

subset of that set that contains the doxastic attitudes with which it is most closely related), 

what else is required? Here are two possible answers. The first is that a rationally appropriate 

belief must, in addition, be held as a result of the exercise of a genuine probabilistic or logical 

competence: Miss Improper’s and Mr F.A. Lacy’s beliefs are rationally inappropriate because 

their hitting on the truth cannot be attributed to any such competence.10 This answer has an 

externalist ring to it. An internalist answer might be that a rationally appropriate belief must, 

in addition, result from a train of reasoning that is (or could be) justifiedly believed to be ca-

pable of transmitting the justification enjoyed by its premises to its conclusion: Miss Improp-

er’s and Mr F.A. Lacy’s beliefs are rationally inappropriate because they are held as a result 

of trains of reasoning which are so defective that the epistemic status of their premises cannot 

justifiedly be believed to transmit to their conclusions.11 There is no need, here, to adjudicate 

between these – or other – answers. For our purposes it is sufficient to have shown that there 

are at least two plausible accounts of the sort of inappropriateness that may prevent a belief 

that is held on the basis of all the reasons that justify its content from being a doxastically jus-

tified belief – two accounts that fit well in the framework provided by the distinction between 

reasons and requirements of rationality, but whose plausibility does not depend, ultimately, on 

endorsing that framework. 

If these considerations are on the right track, the intuition elicited from Turri’s cases, far from 

mandating a reversal in the order of explanation between doxastic and propositional justifica-

tion, comes out as fully consistent – to tamper a bit with his formulations – both with the 

claim expressed by 
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(Rational Basis) IF (i) p is propositionally justified for S in virtue of S’s having rea-

son(s) R and (ii) S believes p in a rationally appropriate way on the basis of R, THEN 

S’s belief in p is doxastically justified 

 

and with the stronger tenet articulated by 

 

(Rational Austere Basis) IF (i) p is propositionally justified for S in virtue of S’s hav-

ing reason(s) R and (ii) S believes p in a rationally appropriate way on the basis of R 

and only R, THEN S’s belief in p is doxastically justified. 

 

Rational appropriateness is more demanding than mere conformity to the requirements of ra-

tionality. But I have already made clear that I do not wish to commit myself to any specific 

account of rationally appropriate belief. So I happily acknowledge that Rational Basis and Ra-

tional Austere Basis provide at best the structure of the desired conditional: much will depend 

on the way the notion of rationally appropriate belief is fleshed out. In any case, the version of 

the orthodox view that results from conjoining Rational Austere Basis with its converse is 

clearly too strong – it is very rarely the case that we believe a proposition in a rationally ap-

propriate way only for those reasons that justify it. On the face of it, Rational Basis looks 

more promising. But again, it is not my purpose here to work out a formulation that gets every 

detail exactly right. My point is just that the general idea that (specifications of) Rational Ba-

sis and Rational Austere Basis attempt to capture is not refuted by Turri’s cases: such cases 

provide no compelling reason to give up the orthodox view of the order of explanation be-

tween propositional and doxastic justification. 

 

3. Five ways of construing propositional justification 

There is, I think, something potentially misleading in the way a number of contemporary epis-

temologists talk of propositional and doxastic justification, something which I suspect has 

been misdiagnosed by Turri as a reversal of the order of explanation between these two prop-

erties (or, rather, relations). In my view, the nub of the matter has less to do with the relation-

ship between propositional and doxastic justification than with some features of the concep-

tion of propositional justification with which the orthodox view is frequently conjoined. 

These features arise, I believe, from a tendency to consider propositional justification in ab-

straction from certain aspects of the epistemic situation of the specific agents for which prop-
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ositions are said to be, or not to be, justified. The judgments of propositional justification that 

are formulated as a result of indulging in this tendency are, in themselves, perfectly legiti-

mate; but the attendant idealization can lead to some serious confusion when it is not explicit-

ly acknowledged or too hastily generalized. So I shall start this discussion by rehearsing the 

obvious point that saying that p is justified for S at t is just a convenient way of saying that S 

is justified to believe p at t − where of course the existence of the justification in question does 

not depend on S’s actually believing p at t.12 Epistemic justification can be treated as a rela-

tion between a proposition, an agent and a time – the relation that holds between S, p and t 

just in case S is justified to believe p at t – only because there is some attitude that an agent 

can have (or fail to have) toward a proposition at a time. Various logical and probabilistic re-

lations can obtain among propositions atemporally and irrespective of the doxastic states of 

any agent whatsoever, and sometimes the language of epistemic justification is used loosely 

to talk of such relations, but in the strict and proper sense that is in play when we employ sen-

tences of the form ‘The proposition that p is justified for S at t’, it is believing a proposition 

that is epistemically justified for an agent at a time. Propositions are inherently the contents of 

propositional attitudes, and it is hard to see how they could entertain any genuine relation with 

agents and times other than through the attitudes of which they are supposed to be the con-

tents. Epistemic justification, then, is inherently justification to believe a proposition.13 

Let us turn to the role of idealization in judgments of propositional justification. This is also a 

subject to which Turri pays his attention, for he builds his argument for the deeper principle 

that he maintains lies behind PJ on the intuitions elicited by two cases – Ron’s case and 

Cedric’s case – which he takes to show that our judgments of propositional justification in-

volve idealizing to a typical intellectual performance either of a competent member of the 

agent’s kind or of the specific agent that is in question.14 Here, however, I am more interested 

in distinguishing two different ways in which the various degrees of idealization involved in 

judgments of propositional justification may cause the justification that a proposition enjoys 

for an agent at a time to be unavailable to the agent in question. So I propose to address the 

issue from a different angle: I shall start by introducing a case which is in many respects simi-

lar to, but also significantly different from, Turri’s first case, and then I will turn to a related 

claim concerning the rational availability of propositional justification which has found its 

way in recent epistemological literature. 

The protagonist of the case I want to introduce is Peppe, an Italian political activist who is re-

flecting on how to overcome the current economic crisis. He knows both that Italy’s leaving 

the euro would be a disaster,15 and that if Italy’s leaving the euro would be a disaster, then Ita-
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ly should not leave the euro. Peppe is, let us suppose, sufficiently familiar with modus ponens. 

However, he is currently under the effects of a drug that impairs his logical skills. As a conse-

quence, Peppe will not exploit modus ponens to form the belief that Italy should not leave the 

euro (nor, for that matter, any other belief), but will defer to the outcome of an online survey 

asking the question, ‘Should Italy leave the euro?’ Now, we are inclined to think that, what-

ever the outcome of the survey, the proposition that Italy should not leave the euro is justified 

for Peppe even if he is currently incapable of forming a (doxastically) justified belief with that 

content. In forming this judgment, we abstract from his momentary logical disability. For, as 

Turri observes at the end of his discussion of the first of his own two cases, in idealized 

judgments of propositional justification we typically ‘have in mind a competent intellectual 

performance by a normal human adult, who doubtlessly would be able to competently and ef-

fortlessly reason his way to the relevant conclusion’ (ibid., 324). 

Turri’s diagnosis is framed in terms of doxastic justification, but the point can be formulated 

equally well in terms of propositional justification. We have seen that, when we say that p is 

justified for S at t, what we mean is normally that 

 

(i)  S is justified to believe p at t. 

 

Substitution-instances of (i) typically express judgments of concrete propositional justifica-

tion, i.e., judgments of propositional justification that do not abstract away from specific as-

pects of the agent’s epistemic situation – anyway, this is how I shall interpret them hence-

forth. Now, it should not be taken for granted that what is at stake when a proposition is said 

to be (or not to be) justified for an agent at a time is always concrete propositional justifica-

tion. In some cases, especially when the agent in question displays some form of cognitive 

disability, when we say that p is justified for S at t what we are likely to mean is rather that 

 

(ii) Any normal human reasoner whose total evidence and overall doxastic profile are rel-

evantly similar to S’s total evidence and overall doxastic profile is justified to believe 

p at t, 

 

where of course the justification that any normal human reasoner that meets the relevant con-

ditions is supposed to possess with respect to believing p at t is just the concrete sort of justi-

fication that is at issue in judgments expressed by substitution-instances of (i). Thus, the rea-

son why we are inclined to say that the proposition that Italy should not leave the euro is justi-
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fied for Peppe even if he is currently incapable of forming a (doxastically) justified belief 

with that content is precisely that any normal human reasoner whose total evidence and over-

all doxastic profile are relevantly similar to Peppe’s total evidence and overall doxastic pro-

file is justified to believe that proposition. 

There is nothing wrong in the judgments about moderately idealized propositional justifica-

tion expressed by the substitution-instances of (ii) – nor is there anything intrinsically objec-

tionable in putting them concisely by saying that a certain proposition is (propositionally) jus-

tified for a specific agent at a given time. However, one should not be misled by this turn of 

phrase into believing that, in formulating such judgments, we are talking of a justification that 

the relevant agent can easily become aware of and use as the basis of a doxastically justified 

belief. As Peppe’s case makes clear, p’s being justified for S at t in this moderately idealized 

sense is perfectly compatible with S’s being incapable of recognising p’s justifiedness and of 

forming in a rationally appropriate way a (doxastically) justified belief in p. The type of justi-

fication that is at issue when we introduce this moderate degree of idealization may well be 

unavailable for rationally appropriate belief-formation to the relevant agent. 

Now, someone might be inclined to regard the distinction between judgments of concrete 

propositional justification and judgments of moderately idealized propositional justification as 

spurious. Perhaps the reason why we are disposed to say that the proposition that Italy should 

not leave the euro is justified for Peppe is just that all judgments of propositional justification 

involve the moderate degree of idealization that is associated with ignoring the most blatant 

weaknesses or failings in the agents’ cognitive abilities and powers. Perhaps it is precisely in 

terms of propositional justification of this moderately idealized sort that doxastic justification 

is to be explained. If this were the case, the conclusion of the last paragraph would apply 

across the board – there would be no unified species of propositional justification that one 

might be legitimately inclined to regard as inherently available, in virtue of its concreteness, 

for rationally appropriate belief-formation. As the ensuing discussion will make clear, I find 

the idea that there is just one variety of propositional justification unappealing. Here, howev-

er, I will not pause to criticize it in general terms. In the remaining part of this section I will 

single out some further varieties of propositional justification, each associated with an in-

creasing degree of idealization; what follows will make it clear, I hope, that ignoring the dif-

ferences that set apart such varieties of justification by focussing on just one of them is un-

likely to provide philosophical illumination. 

As I said, other reasons may be cited in support of the conclusion that the justification that a 

proposition enjoys for an agent at a time may on occasion be unavailable to the agent in ques-
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tion. Some philosophers have suggested that this may happen not because of any weaknesses 

or failings of the agent’s cognitive abilities and powers, but as a result of some specific doxas-

tic attitudes the agent happens to have. The idea has been put forward by Jim Pryor and Mar-

tin Davies,16 who have argued in slightly different ways that the justification that a proposi-

tion has for an agent at a time can be rationally unavailable to the agent in question because 

of some unjustified beliefs or doubts he happens to have. Thus, Pryor writes that an agent ‘can 

have some justification to believe p, but be unable to rationally believe p on the basis of that 

justification, because of some (unjustified) beliefs and doubts he also has’ (2004, 365).17 And 

Davies maintains that if ‘warranted doubt would undermine a warrant, W, to believe a propo-

sition, P, then even an unwarranted doubt would make it rationally impossible for me to avail 

myself of W’ (2009, 367), preventing me from forming a rationally based belief in that prop-

osition. Pryor’s notion of rational belief and Davies’ notion of rationally based belief have to 

do, ultimately, with the satisfaction of the logical and probabilistic requirements that rationali-

ty imposes on our doxastic attitudes, so they are logically weaker than the notion of rationally 

appropriate belief introduced at the end of Section 2. As a consequence, a justification that is 

rationally unavailable to an agent in Pryor’s and Davies’ sense will always be a justification 

that is unavailable for rationally appropriate belief-formation to that agent in my sense. 

Now, a conspicuous feature of the judgments of propositional justification on which Pryor 

and Davies (but also Crispin Wright and Annalisa Coliva)18 focus their attention is that they 

abstract away not only from any weaknesses and failings in the agent’s cognitive abilities and 

powers, but also from any ‘doxastic mistakes’ the agent may be making. Here, then, we seem 

to be faced with a further sense – or perhaps, as we shall presently see, with three further 

senses – in which a proposition may be said to be justified for an agent at a time. Let us say 

that an agent is an unimpeded reasoner if and only if he (i) is endowed with cognitive abilities 

and powers that are at least as strong as those of any normal human reasoner, (ii) does not be-

lieve any unjustified proposition and (iii) does not disbelieve any (adequately) justified propo-

sition. (For the purpose of characterising unimpeded reasoners, talk of ‘justified’ and ‘unjusti-

fied’ propositions can be construed indifferently in terms of concrete or moderately idealized 

justification.) An unimpeded reasoner needn’t be either logically or probabilistically omnisci-

ent; so there will typically be consequences of justified propositions that an unimpeded rea-

soner does not believe and contraries of justified propositions that an unimpeded reasoner 

fails to disbelieve.19 What is meant by saying that p is justified for S at t may then be that 
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(iii) Any unimpeded human reasoner whose total evidence is relevantly similar to S’s total 

evidence is justified to believe p at t, 

 

where again the justification that any unimpeded human reasoner that meets the relevant con-

dition is supposed to possess with respect to believing p at t is just the concrete sort of justifi-

cation that is at issue in judgments expressed by substitution-instances of (i). 

A proposition may be said to be justified for an agent at a time in the sense captured by (iii) 

even if its justification is in a clear sense unavailable to the agent in question because of some 

doxastic mistakes he makes. However, the conception of propositional justification captured by 

(iii) abstracts away from the agent’s mistaken beliefs and disbeliefs, not from the agent’s mis-

taken doubts. Moreover, while an unimpeded reasoner needn’t be either logically or probabilis-

tically omniscient, different reasoners will have different levels of logical and probabilistic 

competence, and it is plausible to suppose that reasoners with higher levels of logical and prob-

abilistic competence will have access to larger sets of reasons. So we need to consider (at least) 

two further degrees of idealization. What is meant by saying that p is justified for S at t may be 

that 

 

(iv) Some human reasoner whose total evidence is relevantly similar to S’s total evidence 

is justified to believe p at t, 

 

or even that 

 

(v) A human reasoner whose total evidence were relevantly similar to S’s total evidence 

might be justified to believe p at t. 

 

(I spare the reader the usual explanation about the notion of justification that should be em-

ployed in understanding these formulations.) 

If propositional justification is construed along the lines of (iv), for a proposition to be justi-

fied for an agent at a time it will suffice that there exist just one or two extraordinarily gifted 

human reasoners whose total evidence is relevantly similar to the agent’s total evidence but 

whose cognitive abilities and powers far exceed those of the vast majority of their fellows, 

who are justified (in the most basic sense) to believe it. And if it is understood along the lines 

of (v), for a proposition to be justified for an agent at a time it will suffice that it be possible 

that a human reasoner whose total evidence is relevantly similar to the agent’s total evidence 
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is justified (in the most basic sense) to believe it. It is arguably something very close to (v) 

that a number of recent epistemologists have in mind when they say that propositional justifi-

cation is justification of propositions ‘in the abstract space of warrants’ (Davies 2009, 338; cf. 

Coliva 2010) or ‘in the abstract space of reasons’ (Coliva 2012, 326; 2015, 16). 

Again, there is nothing intrinsically wrong in the increasingly idealized judgments of proposi-

tional justification articulated by the substitution-instances of (iii), (iv) and (v). But expressing 

such judgments by saying that a certain proposition is justified for an agent at a time may be 

rather misleading – at least if what is being done is not openly declared or made clear by the 

context. For again, one should not forget that p’s being justified for S at t in the senses associ-

ated with such degrees of idealization is perfectly compatible with S’s being incapable of rec-

ognising p’s justifiedness and of forming in a rationally appropriate way a (doxastically) justi-

fied belief in p – even if S’s cognitive abilities and powers display no particular weaknesses 

or failings. The type of justification that we are talking about when we reach such degrees of 

idealization may be in a clear sense unavailable for rational belief-formation to the relevant 

agent. 

 

 

4. Doxastically independent propositional justification? 

The claim that a proposition can be justified for an agent at a time even if its justification is 

unavailable to the agent in question because of certain (unjustified) beliefs or doubts he hap-

pens to have does not logically entail but naturally leads to the thought that which proposi-

tions an agent is justified to believe (as opposed to committed to believe by the requirements 

of rationality) is largely independent of his doxastic states. 

I say ‘largely independent’ to allow for cases in which a doxastic state provides a reason to 

believe a proposition merely in virtue of the fact that the agent that is in that state knows or 

justifiedly believes that he is. Think, for instance, of situations in which an agent gains insight 

into his own psychological makeup by reflecting on the fact that he has certain beliefs (or dis-

beliefs, or doubts). It seems clear that in situations of this kind the agent is justified to believe 

the relevant proposition(s) precisely in virtue of his knowing or justifiedly believing that he is 

in certain doxastic states. However, the question raised in this section is not whether proposi-

tional justification is independent of the kind of reasons that doxastic states uncontroversially 

provide in such situations (which it obviously is not); rather, it is whether propositional justi-
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fication is independent of the doxastic states that do not provide the agent who is in them with 

this kind of reasons. 

The thought that which propositions an agent is justified to believe is (largely) independent of 

the agent’s doxastic states is of course far from uncontroversial. For one thing, it is clearly in-

consistent with many coherentist views of epistemic justification. For another, it sits uncom-

fortably with reductionist attempts to explain the relation of being a reason for in terms of the 

requirements of rationality. But it is a thought that is likely to attract those epistemologists 

who, like Pryor, Davies, Wright and Coliva, take pains to emphasize the independence of 

propositional justification (or of some subspecies of it) of what might be called the ‘vagaries 

of belief’. Let us first consider an unrestricted version of the thought. According to this ver-

sion, propositional justification is (largely) independent of the relevant agent’s doxastic states 

generally: 

 

(Unrestricted Doxastic Independence) Which propositions S is justified to believe at t 

is largely independent of the doxastic states S is in at t (or, for that matter, at any other 

time). 

 

This principle might look attractive if the only way in which doxastic states provide agents 

with reasons for belief were the one that has been described and set aside a few lines earlier. 

However, if we are to explain along the usual lines how inferential justification is possible, 

we had better not rule out from the beginning the possibility that justified beliefs may furnish 

agents with reasons by contributing to the inferential justification of propositions that logical-

ly follow from, or are made overwhelmingly likely by, suitably related sets of premises. So I 

propose to focus on a weaker version of the thought. Let us say that a doxastic state is eviden-

tially idle (for an agent at a time) just in case it doesn’t contribute to the inferential justifica-

tion of any proposition (for that agent at that time).20 The weaker version of the thought can 

then be stated as follows:  

 

(Doxastic Independence) Which propositions S is justified to believe at t is largely in-

dependent of the evidentially idle doxastic states S is in at t (or, for that matter, at any 

other time). 

 

By restricting the relevant sort of independence to evidentially idle doxastic states, this formu-

lation does not rule out the possibility that justified beliefs may influence which propositions 
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an agent is justified to believe by contributing to the inferential justification of some of them. 

However, it does rule out the possibility that an agent’s unjustified beliefs and doubts may in-

fluence which propositions an agent is justified to believe – other, that is, than in the rather 

unexciting way that has been described a few paragraphs earlier. 

Again, there is nothing intrinsically wrong with Doxastic Independence – as long as it is clear 

that it is meant to apply uniquely to the highly idealized varieties of propositional justification 

that are in play when judgments of propositional justification are cashed out in the terms ar-

ticulated by the substitution-instances of (iii), (iv) or (v). The idea is simply that a human rea-

soner whose evidential situation were relevantly similar to S’s evidential situation at t might 

have access to a wider range of reasons than are actually available to S at t – so that there is a 

sense in which it will be possible for a proposition to be justified for S at t even if its justifica-

tion is unavailable for rational belief-formation to S because of some (unjustified) doxastic 

states he is in. However, it would be ill-advised to conclude that Doxastic Independence ap-

plies to all varieties of propositional justification, in particular to the mundane variety that is 

in play when sentences of the form ‘p is justified for S at t’ are given their most natural read-

ing. Ignoring the differences that set apart the varieties of propositional justification to which 

Doxastic Independence arguably applies from those to which it doesn’t apply by assuming 

that when we say such things as that p is (or is not) justified for S at t we are always engaged 

in sophisticated exercises of idealization can be utterly misleading. 

The main source of my dissatisfaction with the conception of propositional justification in 

terms of which the orthodox view of the relation between propositional and doxastic justifica-

tion has frequently been fleshed out in recent years is then that it gives pride of place to varie-

ties of propositional justification that are rather removed from the relations that are at issue in 

many situations in which we say that a proposition is (or is not) justified for an agent at a 

time. Putting the emphasis on such robustly idealized varieties of propositional justification 

may lead to hasty generalisations – in particular, it may prompt the conclusion that all varie-

ties of propositional justification supervene only on the evidential situations of epistemic 

agents and not also on their overall doxastic profiles, including their evidentially idle doxastic 

states.21 This conclusion, however, seems to me to be unacceptable. For if p’s justification is 

unavailable for rational belief-formation to S at t, S will be unable to form on its basis a dox-

astically justified belief in p. And I want to press the intuition that, on a natural and central 

reading of (the substitution-instances of) ‘p is justified for S at t’, 
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(EJ) S can be (propositionally) justified to believe p at t in virtue of S’s having rea-

son(s) R only if it is reasonably easy for S to form a (doxastically) justified belief in p 

at t 

 

(if you like, only if there is a world which is easily available – in the relevant sense – to S in 

which S forms a doxastically justified belief in p at t). If the overall doxastic profile of S at t 

makes it too difficult for S to form a doxastically justified belief in p at t, then in a natural and 

important sense S cannot be said to be propositionally justified to believe p at t. 

The intuition articulated by EJ coheres well with the view that epistemic justification is just a 

matter of logical or probabilistic relations between beliefs; for on this view there is apparently 

little point in talking of what an agent is propositionally justified to believe irrespective of his 

overall doxastic profile. However, it should be abundantly clear by now that this is not a view 

I am inclined to accept (nor, for that matter, am I inclined to accept the particular brand of jus-

tification-relativism that naturally goes hand in hand with it).22 My point is simply that if the 

doxastic states we happen to be in (even unjustified ones) affect the things that we can come 

to believe in a rationally appropriate way and so the things that can become the content of our 

doxastically justified beliefs, it is plausible to think that they also affect the things that, in a 

natural and important sense, we are propositionally justified to believe. So Doxastic Inde-

pendence does not apply across the board. 

To a certain extent, the issue is verbal. There are ways of talking of propositional justification 

that allow for the possibility that the justification a proposition enjoys for an agent at a time 

might be unavailable to the agent in question due to certain peculiarities of his overall doxas-

tic profile. And there are ways of talking of propositional justification that do not allow for 

such a possibility. (The line may not be so sharp, but for present purposes we can ignore this 

complication.) So there are in fact two different notions of propositional justification that turn 

up and are sometimes confused with each other in recent epistemology: the notion of what an 

epistemic agent is (propositionally) justified to believe irrespective of the evidentially idle fea-

tures of his doxastic profile, and the notion of what an epistemic agent is (propositionally) jus-

tified to believe given his overall doxastic profile.23 EJ articulates a central feature of this lat-

ter notion – or so I maintain. 
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5. The point of the notion of propositional justification 

Should we leave it at that? It might be thought that the notion of what an epistemic agent is 

propositionally justified to believe given his overall doxastic profile is more fundamental than 

the notion of what an epistemic agent is propositionally justified to believe irrespective of the 

evidentially idle features of his doxastic profile because it involves a lower degree of idealiza-

tion (it does not abstract away from the agent’s evidentially idle doxastic states). Moreover, 

taking the former notion as more fundamental might lead one to agree with Turri that proposi-

tional justification should be explained in terms of doxastic justification and not vice versa – 

if what explains p’s justifiedness for S at t is S’s currently possessing at least one means of 

forming a doxastically justified belief in p, then small wonder that S’s evidentially idle doxas-

tic states at t may affect what S is propositionally justified to believe at t. 

However, I think that PJ is mistaken, and not merely in the qualified sense that it is an ap-

proximation and a guide to some deeper and more general principle (Turri 2010b, 323-325). If 

p is (propositionally) justified for S at t, it is not, I claim, because S currently possesses at 

least one means of forming a (doxastically) justified belief in p. EJ stands on its own feet, and 

the fact that, on a rather natural construal of the notion of epistemic justification, S can be jus-

tified to believe p at t only if it is reasonably easy for S to form a justified belief in p at t 

should not be taken as evidence that the notion of doxastic justification is in any sense more 

fundamental than that of propositional justification. 

It is possible, I think, to sketch an alternative account of why EJ holds – an account that ex-

plains why it does not hold unrestrictedly, but only relative to the sort of justification that su-

pervenes on the agents’ reasons together with their overall doxastic profile. My bid is that EJ 

holds with respect to this sort of justification because it is this sort of justification that occu-

pies centre stage when the issue is whether it would be epistemically responsible for an agent 

to believe a certain proposition at a given time.24 Epistemic responsibility is intrinsically re-

lated to the agent’s perspective on the world – a person cannot be accused of being epistemi-

cally irresponsible for failing to form his doxastic attitudes in accordance with reasons to 

which he has no access. So it seems clear that, insofar as reflection on what one is proposi-

tionally justified to believe is meant to provide guidance for one’s own epistemically respon-

sible behaviour, the acknowledgment that there may be propositions that one is in a suitably 

idealized sense epistemically justified to believe, but whose justification is unavailable for ra-

tional belief-formation to oneself, is bound to be totally inconsequential.25 For one’s epistemi-

cally responsible behaviour can be guided by consideration of what one is propositionally jus-
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tified to believe only in so far as the relevant epistemic evaluations are available to oneself in 

the overall doxastic state one happens to be in. So it seems plausible to conclude that any no-

tion of justification that can be effectively employed to obtain guidance for one’s own epis-

temically responsible behaviour will be the notion of a property (or relation) that displays the 

crucial feature articulated by EJ. 

An objection that might be pressed against this line of reasoning is that it ignores the possibil-

ity that ‘entitlements’ which are ordinarily inaccessible to epistemic agents might play a guid-

ing role with respect to the epistemically responsible behaviour of the agents that (unknow-

ingly) possess them by affecting what such agents may be, in the relevant sense, proposition-

ally justified to believe. Thus, for instance, Crispin Wright has argued that human agents are 

capable of acquiring perceptual justification for ordinary propositions concerning their envi-

ronment in virtue of the fact that they are entitled to accept some very general presuppositions 

of thought about the external world, such as that there is indeed such a world, that perceptual 

experience provides us with largely reliable evidence about our surroundings, that we are not 

cleverly deluded brains in a vat, and so on (Wright 2004). Now, the existence of such entitle-

ments is supposedly ignored by almost all the agents who possess them; so, if Wright’s pic-

ture is correct, ordinary perceptual justification of propositions concerning the external world 

is made possible by the existence of justification of a type that is largely inaccessible to those 

who rely on it, thus providing an excellent example of the sort of case that may fuel the objec-

tion. 

I find Wright’s picture of the architecture of perceptual justification less then compelling. But 

even supposing, for the sake of argument, that it is correct, it is precisely because the entitle-

ments hypothesized by Wright are admittedly inaccessible to most of the agents who possess 

them that acknowledging their existence poses no real threat to the claim that the sort of epis-

temic justification that must be considered when looking for guidance for one’s own epistem-

ically responsible behaviour must display the crucial feature articulated by EJ. If it is the 

mere existence of such entitlements, as opposed to their recognition, that makes it possible for 

the agents who possess them to acquire perceptual justification for ordinary propositions con-

cerning their environment, it seems clear that such agents needn’t bother about them in their 

efforts to behave in an epistemically responsible way. So the point that any notion of justifica-

tion that can be effectively employed for the purpose of obtaining guidance for one’s own ep-

istemically responsible behaviour will be the notion of a property that displays the crucial fea-

ture articulated by EJ stands. 
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The notion of epistemic justification has of course been the focus of extensive discussion also 

for the theoretical purpose of analysing (propositional) knowledge. The assumption behind 

much work in this area is that justification is, as it were, by definition, that which has to be 

added to true belief to turn it into knowledge. This assumption, that places the theory of justi-

fied belief in service to the theory of knowledge, has prompted much confusion in the litera-

ture and is most likely detrimental to both theories (Foley 2005, 314 f.).26 On the other hand, 

justification might well be necessary for knowledge (or at least for reflective knowledge), 

even if it is not that which confers epistemic status on true belief. Be that as it may, it seems 

clear that the notion of what an agent is propositionally justified to believe irrespective of the 

evidentially idle features of his overall doxastic profile cannot be more beneficial in the for-

mulation of an analysis of knowledge than in obtaining guidance for epistemically responsible 

behaviour. For the type of epistemic justification that can plausibly be regarded as necessary 

for (reflective) knowledge is of course doxastic justification, and the kind of propositional jus-

tification that may belong (or fail to belong) to propositions for an agent irrespective of his 

evidentially idle doxastic states is too far divorced from doxastic justification to play a central 

role in the analysis of knowledge.27 

My tentative conclusion is then that the notion of what an epistemic agent is propositionally 

justified to believe irrespective of the evidentially idle features of his overall doxastic profile 

cannot be central either to guidance of epistemically responsible behaviour or to the analysis 

of knowledge. This of course does not mean that it cannot prove valuable in addressing other 

significant epistemological issues, such as, for instance, the architecture of epistemic justifica-

tion, the conditions for the transmission of justification and many familiar sceptical paradox-

es. But when it comes to the two issues that have been traditionally at the centre of epistemo-

logical inquiry, it seems clear that the crucial notion will be that of what an epistemic agent is 

propositionally justified to believe given his overall doxastic profile – a notion whose em-

ployment goes hand in hand with the assumption that the basis upon which facts concerning 

propositional justification supervene is not restricted to facts concerning the evidential situa-

tion of agents. 
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Notes 

 
1 The terminology is due to Firth (1978, 217 f.). Some writers, including Feldman & Conee 

(1985, 24), Feldman (2002, 46) and Pryor (2004, 365), talk of well-founded rather than of 

doxastically justified beliefs. Here, however, I shall follow the most common usage and stick 

to the latter phrase. 

2 Depending on circumstances, an agent may instead be justified to disbelieve, or to withhold 

belief from, a proposition. For simplicity, in what follows I will not discuss the justificational 

status of such attitudes, nor will I attend to the complications raised by considering degrees of 

belief, or different kinds of propositional attitudes, such as trust or acceptance. These omis-

sions will not affect the thrust of the argument. 

3 Turri keeps switching between formulations in which ‘p’ appears to function as an objectual 

variable (as in ‘S believes p’) and formulations in which it occurs as a sentential variable, or 

perhaps a sentence letter (as in ‘S’s belief that p’). This oscillation doesn’t cause any real 

harm, but in this paper I consistently adopt the former usage. 

4 As usual, substitution-instances of ‘<p>’ are used to abbreviate corresponding substitution-

instances of ‘the proposition that p’. 

5 As I said in Section 1, it is natural to regard a reason that an agent can have and use as a ba-

sis for belief as something accessible from, or internal to, the agent’s perspective on the world 

– which naturally leads to Turri’s assumption that having reason(s) amounts to knowing (or 

justifiedly believing) certain facts or propositions. Here, however, nothing important depends 

on accepting an internalist construal of justifiers, and the argument of this paragraph could be 

easily reformulated in terms more acceptable to externalistically-minded philosophers. 

6 Eugenio Orlandelli has tried to convince me, both in conversation and in correspondence, 

that Turri’s cases appear to pose a challenge to the orthodox view only because they are set on 

the background of a misleading account of the nature of that in virtue of which a proposition 

may be inferentially justified for an agent. Orlandelli’s alternative account may be sketched 

 



24 

 

 

by applying it to the basketball case. His view is, in a nutshell, that the proposition that the 

Spurs will win, far from being (propositionally) justified for Mr Ponens and Mr F.A. Lacy in 

virtue of their knowing (or justifiedly believing) P5 and P6, is justified for them in virtue of 

their being (propositionally) justified to believe that it follows via modus ponens from P5 and 

P6. Orlandelli’s diagnosis is then that Lacy’s belief that the Spurs will win fails to be doxas-

tically justified precisely because it is not based on that justification. For reasons that will be-

come apparent in due course, I doubt that this account of inferential justification is correct. In 

any case, it seems able to make sense of our intuitions concerning Turri’s basketball case only 

on the assumption that Mr F.A. Lacy neither knows nor has a doxastically justified belief to 

the effect that the proposition that the Spurs will win follows via modus ponens from P5 and 

P6 – if he did, why would he employ modus profusus to draw the conclusion? This seems 

somewhat arbitrary, especially if one considers that in the more usual framework adopted by 

Turri it is possible to make the rather plausible claim that Mr F.A. Lacy knows (or justifiedly 

believes) the reasons in virtue of which the proposition that the Spurs will win is justified for 

him. 

7 A related but not identical distinction between the ‘vertical’ relations that obtain between 

mental states and the world and the ‘horizontal’ relations that obtain among mental states is 

made by Zangwill (2005, 4). 

8 For references to the debate, and a defence of nonreductionism, see Kolodny (2005, 510 f.). 

9 As I said in Section 1, for the purposes of this paper it is not necessary to assume that the 

things that lend justification to propositions have propositional content, can be given or cited 

in defence of a claim, or are accessible from, or internal to, a specific agent’s perspective on 

the world. What I think one should grant to Turri is then, in more neutral terms, that (proposi-

tional) justification is the epistemic status that a proposition may enjoy for an agent at a time 

in virtue of there being one or more justification-makers (justifiers) for the agent to believe it. 

10 This idea was suggested to me by some related considerations made by Lalumera (2013). 

For the relevant notion of epistemic competence, see Sosa (2007, 22 ff.). 

11 For an overview of the literature on the transmission of justification and the ways in which 

it can fail, see Moretti & Piazza (2013). Miss Improper and Mr F.A. Lacy adopt ways of be-

lief-formation that, employed on a regular basis, would almost inevitably lead them to believe 

logically inconsistent propositions. So one might also suggest that the former’s belief about 
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Mansour and the latter’s belief about the Spurs are irrational because they are formed by 

methods of belief-formation which are essentially flawed. 

12 To many speakers, saying that S is justified to believe p at t sounds significantly different 

from saying that S is justified in believing p at t. Bach (1985, 251) maintains that statements 

to the effect that someone is justified in believing a proposition at a time express claims of 

personal, as opposed to doxastic, justification, while Kvanvig & Menzel (1990, 240-247) ar-

gue that claims of personal justification are in fact logically equivalent to claims of doxastic 

justification. Be that as it may, it seems clear that the truth of statements to the effect that 

someone is justified to believe, unlike (possibly) that of statements to the effect that someone 

is justified in believing, a proposition at a time does not depend on the agent’s actually believ-

ing the proposition at the relevant time. 

13 As I said, for simplicity I ignore the complications raised by the possibility of considering 

degrees of belief or different kinds of doxastic and propositional attitudes, as they are immate-

rial to the problem under consideration. 

14 Here is a brief description of the two cases. Ron’s case. Ron knows both that invading Iran 

would be catastrophically stupid, and that if invading Iran would be catastrophically stupid, 

than the U.S. ought not to invade Iran. But although perfectly familiar with modus ponens, he 

will not exploit such pattern of reasoning to form the belief that the U.S. ought not to invade 

Iran because massive exposition to right-wing propaganda has made him incapable of believ-

ing that the U.S. ought not to invade any country, much less Iran. The intuition elicited by this 

case is meant to be that the proposition that the U.S. ought not to invade Iran is (proposition-

ally) justified for Ron even if he is currently incapable of forming a (doxastically) justified 

belief in it. Cedric’s case. Cedric is the most brilliant logician in the world: for any given 

proposition and any given set of axioms, he is able to discover with relative ease whether the 

former is a theorem of the latter by applying some clever algorithm he devised. The intuition 

elicited by this case is meant to be that the true proposition that (say) T is a theorem of A is 

(propositionally) justified for Cedric even if most competent human reasoners are obviously 

incapable of forming a (doxastically) justified belief in it. See Turri (2010b, 322-324). 

15 If you do not believe that it would, just assume it for the sake of the example. 

16 A similar idea is found in work by Crispin Wright, who takes a proposition to be ‘rationally 

available’ to an agent when it is ‘consistent with what they believe’ (Wright 2004, 181). See 

also Coliva (2015, 22). 
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17 Pryor’s idea is, essentially, that an agent is prevented from forming a rational belief in p on 

certain grounds whenever he holds a belief in q, such that justification for q would undermine 

the justification those grounds give him for p (Pryor 2004, 364 f.; 2012, 285 f.). Pryor applies 

this idea to Moore’s proof of an external world, whose failure is in his view merely dialecti-

cal, a consequence of the fact that whoever rejects its premises or even doubts whether they 

are true cannot rationally believe its – propositionally justified – conclusion. See Pryor (2004, 

368-370; 2012, Section 5). 

18 See the works cited in note 16. 

19 Although there is a sense in which one is rationally committed to believe every implication 

of the propositions one believes (Volpe 2012, 323 f.), it is not the case that one is justified to 

believe every proposition that follows from the propositions that one justifiedly believes. This 

said, among the consequences of justified propositions that an unimpeded but not logically 

omniscient reasoner will inevitably fail to believe there will likely be some, even many, justi-

fied propositions – propositions he might easily have recognized to follow from (or, perhaps, 

to be made overwhelmingly likely by) propositions he is justified to believe. So an unimpeded 

reasoner will not be, in general, a reasoner who believes every proposition he is justified to 

believe (and who disbelieves every contrary of the propositions he is justified to believe). 

20 This is a technical notion: a doxastic state that provides a reason to believe a proposition 

merely in virtue of the fact that the agent that is in that state knows or justifiedly believes that 

he is will count as evidentially idle in this sense. Needless to say, whether a doxastic state is 

evidentially idle for an agent at a time will depend in part on the agent’s level of logical and 

probabilistic competence. 

21 The term ‘evidential situation’ is used to refer to the whole set of reasons possessed by an 

agent at a time, including the agent’s evidentially non-idle beliefs. 

22 What I have in mind is not the trivial claim that a proposition that is justified for an agent at 

a time may fail to be justified for another agent at the same time, or for the same agent at a 

different time (or that a proposition that is not justified for an agent at a time may be justified 

for another agent at the same time, or for the same agent at a different time). Nor is it just the 

claim that the doxastic states of an agent affect what the agent is justified to believe in the 

sense that a proposition that is justified for an agent at a time might fail to be so justified (or 

that a proposition that is not justified for an agent at a time might be so justified) if the agent’s 

overall doxastic profile at that time were relevantly different. It is, rather, the claim that the 
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doxastic states of an agent affect what the agent is justified to believe in the sense that, had his 

overall doxastic profile been sufficiently different from the overall doxastic profile that he is 

in at some given time, an agent might have been justified to believe propositions that are in-

consistent with the propositions he is actually justified to believe. Nothing of what I say in 

this paper commits me to subscribe to this form of justification-relativism. 

23 A third notion might be considered: that of what an epistemic agent is (propositionally) jus-

tified to believe irrespective of his overall doxastic profile. But this notion would be of any 

interest only if Unrestricted Doxastic Independence were true. 

24 One might venture the claim that, in a natural and important sense, an agent is epistemically 

justified to believe a proposition at a time just in case it is epistemically responsible for him to 

believe that proposition at that time. But for present purposes it is not necessary to defend this 

claim. 

25 The considerations sketched in this paragraph are reminiscent of a well-known line of ar-

gument employed in support of internalist conceptions of epistemic justification (see, e.g., 

Ginet 1975; BonJour 1985; Goldman 1999; Foley 2005; for criticism, Greco 2005, 260-262). 

Here, however, I am not concerned with presenting an argument in favour of such concep-

tions, but an explanation of why EJ holds – when it holds. 

26 To avoid confusion, Alvin Plantinga has proposed to refer to that which has to be added to 

true belief to turn it into knowledge as ‘warrant’ (Plantinga 1993). But his proposal has not 

gained wide currency. 

27 In Wright’s picture of the architecture of perceptual justification, the doxastic justification 

of many of our beliefs depends, as we have seen, on the existence of a type of propositional 

justification that is inaccessible to most of those who rely on it. Thus, if Wright’s picture were 

correct (which I doubt), the notion of what an epistemic agent is propositionally justified to 

believe irrespective of the evidentially idle features of his overall doxastic profile could well 

play a role in the analysis of knowledge. However, it would be at most an indirect role, for the 

general presuppositions of thought about the external world that Wright argues we are entitled 

to accept would never become, in his view, the content of beliefs that might count as instances 

of knowledge. 
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